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Abstract 
 
Current policy and regulations to address oil spills in the United States focus on oil spill 
prevention using traditional tools such as legislative and regulatory measures.  Oil spill response 
activities are measured solely from an environmental perspective with minimal consideration for 
human impact and recovery designating an end to the oil spill response efforts when no oil remains.  
Once oil pollution is removed and plans are in place to rehabilitate the natural environment 
consisting of aquatic life, plant life, and animal life the response is considered complete.   
The 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill uncovered the need to account for the human 
dimension of oil spills.  Accounting for these human factors requires planning and consideration, 
this paper proposes the Federal Government develop and track several “vulnerability factors” to 
promote improved outcomes in the affected communities.  By determining vulnerability factors 
based on socioeconomic status and tracking oil spill events through the Oil Spill Liability Trust 
Fund (OSLTF), a financial clearinghouse for oil spill response funding, valuable data would 
provide guide posts for areas of future environmental and public health information and research.  
Further research could substantiate public health efforts towards full recovery from an oil spill 
events.   
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I. Introduction/Background 
Under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, the owner or operator of a facility that discharges oil 
into navigable waters of the United States is liable for the costs of containment, cleanup, and 
damages resulting from the oil spill.  When the responsible party is unknown, refuses to pay, or 
financially unable to pay for oil spill cleanup, funds from the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund 
(OSLTF) are accessed to cover the cost of removal and recovery.  The main reasons the Fund is 
accessed include: removal actions by states, payments to federal, state, and Indian tribe trustees to 
carry out natural resource damage assessments and restorations, and payment of claims for 
uncompensated removal costs and damages submitted by private entities. 
The "cradle-to-grave" continuum of an oil pollution incident, from density and 
proliferation of facilities (including large production facilities, oil transport pipelines, and storage 
facilities) to incident response (oil recovery, mitigation, and restoration) may display different 
characteristics and outcomes in areas with higher percentage of minorities and/or low income 
residents.  Currently, no national policy exists requiring the tracking of oil spill response incidents 
from a community perspective for significant oils spills.  While there are benchmarks and policy 
to measure environmental impact and recovery, these metrics stem from direct environmental 
impact on communities.  Since current benchmarks emphasize remediation, community 
considerations such as the livelihood of residents that depend on the affected waterway for 
employment become secondary.   
For purposes of this paper, the referenced vulnerable population consists of communities 
directly affected by significant oil spills along the Gulf Coast of the United States.  This regional 
population was selected due to the ubiquitous presence of oil storage, oil transport, and oil 
producing facilities.   
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The purpose of this paper is to conduct a prospective policy analysis for equal justice policy 
of OSLTF expenditures within low socioeconomic status communities in Gulf Coast states.  Based 
on review of literature, there is a disparate impact by the oil industry due to embedded oil industry 
interests; oil spills incidents of national significance, the high density of oil facilities and a 
concentration of legacy oil spill sites.  Two potential policy alternatives will be explored: (1) 
establishing vulnerability factors that trigger heightened documentation for OSLTF funding along 
with the expected outcomes; and (2) document where areas of vulnerability exist, based on 
identified socioeconomic status and epidemiological research.   It is proposed that this should 
trigger enacting protective measures through existing Environmental Justice framework for 
engaging community stakeholders to increase awareness of community effects to ensure are in 
place to ensure equitable outcomes. 
Based on the stated purpose of this paper, the following research question was asked: “Is 
there a difference in the oil spill response continuum within low socioeconomic communities in 
the Gulf Coast region of the United States?” 
II. Setting 
A. Public Health 
For the purposes of this paper, “public health” will be defined as the coordinated effort to 
promote and protect the health of people and communities where they live, learn, work and play.  
This effort takes many forms including tracking disease outbreaks, efforts to prevent injuries, and 
conducting research to assure healthy conditions. It also includes collecting data to help shed light 
on why some communities are more likely to suffer from poor health than others.  
Generally, a community is defined as a group of people living in the same place and/or having 
a particular characteristic in common. For the purposes of this paper, a community is defined as 
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residents of Gulf Coast states with a primarily and secondary dependence on the natural resources 
found there.     
B. Socioeconomic Status 
Socioeconomic status, whether assessed by income, education, or occupation are 
determinants of health because they are linked to a wide range of health problems (Adler, 2002).  
Determinants of health may include the social and economic environment, the physical 
environment, and the person’s individual characteristics and behaviors.  Factors that are pertinent 
to the context of this paper include: 
• Income and economic status – higher income and economic status are linked to better 
health. The greater the gap between the richest and poorest people, the greater the 
differences in health. 
• Education and social status – low education levels are linked with poor health, more stress 
and lower self-confidence. 
• Occupation and work status – employment status of persons (employed versus 
unemployed) can be an indicator of access to resources and exposure to psychological risk 
to measure health status, outcomes, or behaviors.  Assessing the influence of particular 
occupations on health may focus on the social class, prestige, and role of the physical work 
environment.   
• Psychological characteristics – socioeconomic status is inversely related to both major 
depression and depressive symptoms.  Hostility, as a disposition of anger and distrust, 
cynicism, and antagonistic behavior, relates to socioeconomic status and disease risk 
(Adler, 1994). 
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• Physical environment – safe water and clean air, healthy workplaces, safe houses, 
communities and roads all contribute to good health. Employment and working conditions 
– people in employment are healthier, particularly those who have more control over their 
working conditions (World Health Organization, 2016).  
This paper will approach socioeconomic status as a key underlying factor for allocation of 
health resources traditionally based on actual causes of death and disease treatment rather than 
lowering predisposing factors (Adler, 2002).  Socioeconomic status is clearly related to diminished 
health outcomes and is revealed by the prevalence of health disparities (Adler, 2010).  Traditional 
composite measurements include economic status by income, social status by education, and work 
status measured by occupation.  A more inclusive interpretation of social determinants of health 
has been embraced by The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), reflecting a 
complex, integrated, and overlapping social structures and economic systems that are responsible 
for most health inequities. These social structures and economic systems include the social 
environment, physical environment, health services, and structural and societal factors. Social 
determinants of health are shaped by the distribution of money, power, and resources throughout 
local communities, nations, and the world (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016).  
Given these complex interactions, there may be a need to broaden dimensions of standard 
composite measurements with new mechanisms such as psychological status and environmental 
exposures.  Psychological characteristics contribute to morbidity and mortality with depression 
and hostility showing a consistent relationship with both socioeconomic status and physical health 
outcomes (Adler, 1994).  Environmental exposure also varies with socioeconomic status as poor 
neighborhoods are located in closer proximity environmental pollution (Babich, 1989).   
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   The Lantz (2010) article Socioeconomic Indicators That Matter for Population Health 
developed criteria to generate a set of indicators that could be measured with reasonable validity 
and reliability across socioeconomic environments, sufficiently related to health outcomes, and 
indicators measure progress toward population health goals.  Using the Lantz criteria to generate 
metrics based on the composite measure of income, education, and occupation, there are indicators 
to assess population vulnerability.  For the purposes of this paper, the indicators of socioeconomic 
status include: income, education, occupation, psychological characteristics, and physical 
environment.  Moreover, to accurately evaluate literature our socioeconomic status will reflect 
overlap of determinants of health to present a clear picture of how the environment has a unique 
influence on the socioeconomic status of the community.  
Within the industry, oil transportation, storage, and production compliance enforcement 
responsibilities are spread among local, state, tribal, and federal agencies that interact at various 
levels depending upon what action (or inaction) is taking place and available resources.  Therefore 
it is imperative to define and encapsulate certain ideas so the following definitions will apply: 
• Gulf Coast region - legally defined under the Federal Water Pollution Control Act, 33 § 1321 
(33), as the Gulf Coast states consisting of Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 
Texas that border the Gulf of Mexico within 25 miles of the coastal zone. 
• Oil - legally defined under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, 33 § 2701 (23), as oil of any kind 
or in any form, including petroleum, fuel oil, sludge, oil refuse, and oil mixed with wastes 
other than dredged spoil, but does not include any substance which is specifically listed as a 
hazardous substance of the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and 
Liability Act (CERCLA). 
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• National Contingency Plan - this term is legally defined under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 
definition, prepared and published under 33 § 1321(d) revised under section 105 of CERCLA. 
• Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund (OSLTF) - legally defined under the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 
as the OSLTF established by section 9509 of Title 46. 
• Federal On-Scene Coordinator (FOSC) - responsible for directing response efforts and 
coordinating all of the efforts at the scene of a discharge or release of oil or hazardous 
substances as set forth in the NCP.   
• Liability - this term is legally defined by the Oil Pollution Act of 1990, 33 § 2702, establishing 
a responsible party for a vessel or facility from which (1) oil (2) is discharged, or which poses 
the substantial threat of discharge of oil (3) into or upon the navigable waters, adjoining 
shorelines, or EEZ. 
III. Assessment of Literature 
 
This assessment of literature addressed the following research question: “Is there a 
difference in the oil spill response continuum within low socioeconomic communities in the Gulf 
Coast region of the United States?” 
Available literature and research on the topic of oil spill response within vulnerable 
communities reviewed uncovered a large amount of research focused on the oil spill response.  
The literature discussing the oil industry continuum and complicating factors was confined to one 
field of study; literature on communication strategy did not delve into psychological impacts of 
messages.  The literature could be categorized as: (1) the need for better oil spill response planning 
(2) complicating factors of spill events (3) concerns affecting recovery, and (4) industry influence.   
This writer included the legislative history of the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 within the 
assessment of the available literature.  Federal regulations, oil spill response framework, and state 
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statutes rely upon this key piece of legislation. As the foundational legislation of oil spill response, 
it provides a unique background of congressional intent relating to oil spill response.  
A. Planning 
Webler (2010) discussed the need to plan for human impact in equal measure to 
environmental impact.  Oil industry facilities, federal, and state entities are required to maintain 
contingency plans to activate in different oil spill events.  There was a recognized need based on 
existing literature, for comprehensive planning due to oil spill stressors requiring planning for 
human dimensions of oil spills.  By defining and measuring human impacts using a vulnerability 
analysis, this creates illustrated need for contingency plans to account for human dimensions in a 
similar manner to planning for environmental events. 
From the Deepwater Horizon spill taking place in a more populated area, Lichtveld (2016) 
addressed the need for updated policy to address human needs in the current oil spill response 
regime.  Lichtveld (2016) identified a need for “contemporary legislation addressing human 
[emphasis added] and ecosystem health.”  A spill of this magnitude impacting the Mississippi 
River delta ecosystem that sustains seafood industry at the heart of Louisiana’s culinary identity.  
This study specifically addressed the status of ‘vulnerable’ as it applies to Gulf Coast residents. 
“The [Deepwater Horizon] DWH oil spill affected a uniquely vulnerable population: unlike 
some other large oil spills, the unique vulnerability of communities living on the US Gulf 
Coast is rooted in a risk paradigm of three intersecting domains of synergistic impact--- a 
historic burden of health disparities, persistent environmental health threats, and residence 
in a geographic area prone to both natural and technologic disasters.” (Lichtveld 2016). 
 
 The Lichtveld (2016) literature advocated for environmental epidemiologic studies to 
establish a complete causal relationship with environmental exposure.  This may lead to higher 
level policies on resilience, community stressors, and respond to complex questions such as 
seafood safety (Lichtveld 2016).  Research data to support better planning measures would 
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improve current policy by filling gaps left by lack of complete exposure knowledge, stressor 
effects, and cumulative incidents. 
B. Complicating Factors 
The Safford, Ulrich, & Hamilton (2012), Carriger, Jordan, Kurtz, & Benson (2014), and 
Rung, et al. (2016) articles discussed the perception and considerations of vulnerable populations 
during response and cleanup activities in the Gulf Coast region.  The residents of the Gulf Coast 
are faced with consistent environmental events where state and federal agencies responded to 
human health impacts with varying degrees of success.  “These asymmetries between public 
expectations and standard organizational practices can further erode trust and lead to disapproval 
of both the responsible parties and disaster management entities.” (Safford, p. 32).  The article 
gives strong acknowledgment to forces outside the environmental incident that shape public 
perception.  The true value of this article is the acknowledgment that oil response perception may 
be skewed in vulnerable populations based on socioeconomic factors and prior environmental 
event experience.  
C. Concerns Affecting Recovery 
 The final portion of the literature builds on previous research to emphasize the need for 
further research to meet the needs of vulnerable populations in the Gulf Coast during an oil spill 
response and the spill aftermath of a spill of national significance takes place.  One factor 
repeatedly pointed out in the literature is lower income residents and residents depending on the 
waters of the Gulf Coast for their livelihood (Cherry, et al., 2015).  Seeking to advance the premise 
that resource loss is a gateway to other vulnerability factors including increased psychological 
reactions and perception of oil spill recovery.  The Cherry (2015) article included a qualitative 
approach to community and individual concerns from participants that included commercial 
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fishers and non-fishers previously impacted by natural disasters such as Hurricanes Katrina and 
Rita.  Four themes that emerged centered around (1) economic impact to the entire seafood industry 
(2) commercial fishers, (3) health concerns, and (4) oil industry response. (Cherry, 2015). 
Abbreviated results from a survey of attitudes held by voters in Gulf-Coast counties and parishes 
 
Survey topic                                                                     % Agreeing 
    My community was affected by the spill                                  72 
     My community was affected a great deal  by the spill          49 
The lands and waters of the Gulf Coast are: 
     Important to the region's culture                                                82 
     Important to the region's history                                                81 
     Very important to people in my community                            77 
     “An economic engine” for my state                                          76 
     The “first line of defense against hurricanes”                     61 
The survey included voters within Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Texas and was conducted via telephone from 10 to 14 February 2013 
by Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates and Public Opinion Strategies (2013). 
 
Long considered the primary victims of an oil spill, commercial fishers are the flag bearer 
for those directly and visibly affected by oil spills.  “Many of the commercial fishers had to take 
on different jobs in order to pay bills and survive economically in the wake of the oil spill disaster.” 
(Cherry, 2015).  While the temporary loss of the seafood industry is accounted for in current oil 
response regimes, the psychological effects of an oil spill are discounted.  “Fishing was regarded 
as a respectable livelihood in southern Louisiana” and the effect of the oil spill continually 
referenced in the literature.  The psychological stress associated with attempts to earn a living from 
seafood caught in oiled water is capable of being measured, “You go out there and drop your rigs 
and…your rigs come up and it is just full of oil…there is nothing that can live in [that mess].”  
Financial stress that many commercial fishers experienced being forced to take on different jobs 
to pay bills and survive in the wake of the oil spill disaster had significant psychological impact 
(Cherry, 2015).   
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The residents of the Gulf Coast harbored health concerns about seafood and the seafood 
industry delaying recovery of the restaurant industry, commercial fisherman, and non-fisherman.  
Health concerns about seafood safety after widespread oil saturation and oil dispersant use.  Many 
residents were distrustful of whether chemical dispersants had long term effects on natural seafood 
resources.  While the victim compensation programs were meant to remedy recovery of the 
seafood industry, the uncertainty of arrival of money and navigating the process compounded the 
perceived effects of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.  (Mayer, Running, & Bergstrand, 2015).  
This is further supported by Gratten (2011) and Palinkas, (2012) with initial findings during 
the response, reaching the same findings during the height of the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill 
response.  “The most severe, lasting, and pervasive psychological effects are often found after 
disasters that engender serious and ongoing financial problems” (Gratten, 2011).  This study was 
geared towards development of methodology to identify vulnerable populations for early public 
health intervention.   
The Gratten (2011) article put forward an interesting hypothesis, that in the Gulf Coast 
communities, there is no distinction between the psychological distress experienced by indirect oil 
spill disaster exposure and direct oil spill disaster exposure.  This article treated oil spill related 
economic losses as an aggravating factor to psychological distress.  This study found that “people 
living in a Gulf Coast community with indirect impact had elevated levels of anxiety and 
depression similar to those of people living in communities where oil reached their shores.” 
(Gratten, 2011).  The Palinkas (2012) article developed a conceptual framework that may assist 
mental health professionals with developing community resilience.  By targeting specific services 
towards vulnerable populations, adverse effects are minimized during future environmental events.  
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D. Industry Influence 
While there have been numerous large spill events in the Gulf Coast region, only large spill 
events highly reported by media were the subject of study and research.  The remainder of the 
articles discussed the influence of the oil industry on the oil spill response and perceptions of 
response.  This point is also covered, although to a lesser extent, in other articles throughout the 
literature.  Minimal consideration was given to the oil industry saturation of the Gulf Coast states 
and was mainly addressed from the aspect of how a corporate entity actions as a responsible party.  
BP maintained a crisis communication unit throughout the response and spent 93 million dollars 
on advertising during the initial four months of response (Cherry, 2015).  Choi (2012) examined 
the BP communications with Gulf Coast residents including philanthropic and social 
responsibility.   
The communications labeled philanthropic included specific monetary donations to 
individuals, organizations, and scientific foundation.  The communications labeled ‘social 
responsibility’ were intended to draw attention to BPs efforts to “make things right” (Choi, 2012).  
These press releases were found to be the most persuasive as they contained examples of perceived 
efforts to meet local needs such as providing money to boost tourism and help local citizens.  They 
leveraged traditional media outlets such as press releases and news outlets but it was their social 
media presence with the ability for two way communication and instant feedback provided fertile 
research ground.  According to Muralidharan, Dillistone, & Shin (2011), admitting fault and 
apologizing allowed BP to make significant strides in their image restoration during the spill 
response and the immediate aftermath.  This immediate feedback allowed BP to maintain a 
responsive posture through social media engagement with local communities, state governments 
and affected individuals (Muralidharan, 2011).   
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BP crisis communications were able to influence perception by combining image 
restoration strategies and leverage deep advertising pockets.  “BP focused on two particular 
strategies-describing how it would correct the problem and describing how it would compensate 
the victims.” (Harlow, 2010).  The Harlow article also discussed compensation of Gulf Coast 
residents affected by the oil spill.  BP communications portrayed compensation as benevolent act 
when BP was actually fulfilling their claim compensation requirement under the Oil Pollution Act 
of 1990. 
Hamilton (2012) was able to examine the deep ties in the Gulf Coast community, especially 
Louisiana, and its perceptual impact to the population.  From a historical perspective, Hamilton 
(2012) examined how Louisiana and Florida took different paths with industry and state identity.  
In the figure below, Hamilton (2012) demonstrates the proliferation of offshore oil facilities 
embraced by Louisiana and Texas.   Louisiana 
focused on the natural resource industry 
including oil, minerals, and seafood embracing 
oil development and a strong proponent of 
commercial fishing as a livelihood.  Florida had 
intense opposition to the oil industry and banned 
offshore oil development, turning to tourism as 
the state identity.    While accounting for coastal land characteristics supporting divergent growth 
industries, Louisiana culture reflects socioeconomic development around oil and gas.  Continually 
impacted by oil spills and natural disasters, the pattern of responses from coastal Louisiana 
demonstrates lower support for a deepwater moratorium, alternative energy or resource 
conservation (Hamilton, 2012).  Louisiana’s regional economy relies on commercial fishing 
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providing an odd companion with their dependence on oil production and related services.  
Hamilton (2012) further demonstrates this oddity by overlaying surveyed counties in Florida and 
Louisiana with oil and gas platforms and affected shorelines presenting a striking visual 
demonstration of the proliferation of the oil and gas industry along the Gulf Coast.  This presence 
is compounded by the oil and gas industry as a strong employer in Louisiana comprising 17% of 
employment in Terrebonne Parish (Hamilton, 2012).    
E. Legislation 
The most well-known environmental disasters resulting from oil spills were the Exxon-
Valdez Oil Spill and the BP Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill.  Given the differences of the 
geographical spill locations, human population impacts, and fundamental response practices, the 
Exxon-Valdez oil spill incident response yielded minimal human impact research value (Miraglia, 
2002).  The true research value of the Exxon-Valdez oil spill lies is the rich legislative history of 
the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 providing the statutory underpinnings of the response to the BP 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill.   The House of Representatives attempted to pass legislation for 14 
years without success until the Exxon-Valdez event provided the impetus to move the bill forward.  
“The catastrophe of the Exxon Valdez and the tragedies of the other oil spills [sic] this summer 
have made this bill an exceedingly popular cause.” 135 Cong. Rec. H7954-02 (1989).  The 
legislative history acknowledges over a decade of effort, the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 was crafted 
with language that specifically addressed the aspects of the Exxon-Valdez oil spill to appease 
congressional constituents and the public.  The bill discussed in the House sought to include 
accountability for the oil industry through the lens of this specific oil spill incident.  That lens 
included updating navigation control systems to account for sensitive ecosystems, enforcement of 
double hull tanker standards, and providing the U.S. Coast Guard with enhanced enforcement 
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tools.  135 Cong. Rec. H7954-02 (1989).  The capstone of the legislation was considered to be the 
strict liability standard imposed on the responsible party, a high legal standard to ensure 
accountability from large corporations that would entangle more permissive language in the courts 
for years.  “Exxon's president said in public testimony before Congress that his company would 
accept full responsibility for the spill. Now he is blaming the Coast Guard, suing the State of 
Alaska and complaining about mistreatment from national wildlife organizations.  Exxon wants 
our sympathy, but our job is to ensure justice. Our job in this legislation is to establish certain legal 
principles that cannot be evaded by false promises or empty assurances.” 135 Cong. Rec. H7954-
02 (1989).  While the legislation hit the mark by ensuring the highest accountability of the oil 
industry in modern history, by not including a section mandating data collection it fell short in 
accounting for human health impacts. 
Because the Oil Pollution Act of 1990 was born of an environmental disaster, the language 
of the statute is limited in human health impacts.  The main human impacts of Exxon-Valdez oil 
spill, compared with spill volume, were extremely limited.  The impacted population consisted of 
remote Native Alaskan village populations and onsite cleanup workers.    
The Oil Pollution Act of 1990, 101 H.R. 1465, P.L. 101-380, codified at 33 U.S.C. 2701-
2762, amended the Clean Water Act and is tangentially related is the Comprehensive 
Environmental Response and Liability Act (CERCLA) which mainly addresses hazardous 
substances.   
The Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund (OSLTF) established by the Oil Pollution Act (OPA) is 
primarily funded by investment interest, costs recovered from responsible parties, civil and 
criminal penalties from responsible parties, and the oil industry through barrel tax on domestic and 
imported oil.  At the time of this writing, the OSLTF has emergency response funding of 73 million 
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and a total balance of almost 5 billion.  While this may seem like a significant number, the BP 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill almost depleted the fund. (U.S. Coast Guard, 2011). 
IV. Findings 
The literature provided in depth analysis of the oil spill and consequences from the 
perspective of environmental harm.  From an environmental harm perspective oil spill response 
protocols and practices were sound, providing support for clean-up and recovery.  Although OPA 
was meant to provide environmental response practices that take natural resource dependence of 
local populations into account, the literature does not support this theory as applied in practical 
settings.  The literature findings recognize the broadly categorized need for better oil spill response 
planning due to complicating factors of spill events, concerns affecting recovery, and industry 
influence.  What remains unknown is whether the identified need for human factors is due to policy 
gaps, implementation flaws, or unknown factors.  This identified need may only be more refined 
at some future point as oil spills occur in urban areas where the current oil spill regime is exercised 
and further studies are conducted.  Lichtveld (2016) identified this need for further experience with 
advocating that current policy gaps exist due to a lack of environmental epidemiologic studies to 
establish a complete causal relationship with environmental exposure.  These studies may lead to 
more inclusive and comprehensive policies addressing issues revealed in current studies.  While 
the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill provided fertile ground for researchers, there are still many 
unknown variables that affect oil spill response and recovery in general populations let alone 
vulnerable populations.  Further research on resilience and community stressors during oil spill 
events in necessary to piece together the complex picture of oil spill event response and recovery.  
The Cherry (2015) article opened the door to the premise of resource loss resulting from an oil 
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spill as a gateway to other vulnerability factors such as psychological reactions and perception of 
oil spill recovery, the full scope of this potential link needs further exploration.      
The literature acknowledges perception of oil response effectiveness may vary based on 
socioeconomic factors and prior environmental event experience.  The oil spill response process 
perception of Gulf Coast residents was influenced by prior ineffectual environmental responses 
which may have led to harbored distrust on topics such as lingering chemical dispersant effects 
delaying recovery of the restaurant industry health concerns about seafood.  These health concerns 
about seafood safety after widespread oil saturation and oil dispersant and their delays of 
community recovery remained unexplored in the literature.  A vulnerable population was identified 
in the Gulf Coast residents effected by the BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill but remained woefully 
underserved in the literature failing to capture the complex relationship between the Gulf Coast 
residents, natural resources, and the oil industry.   
The larger topic of the influence of the oil industry on the oil spill response and perceptions 
of response were covered in depth providing research on chosen communication strategies and 
their effect on the Gulf Coast residents.  Although to a lesser extent, the direct and indirect 
influence of the oil industry was not thoroughly explored.  The influence of the oil industry due to 
their large employment footprint, source of local and state tax revenue, and questionable 
philanthropic practices remain largely unexplored by researchers.  A large single industry footprint 
in low income areas should represent a touchstone for vulnerable populations that may be subject 
to undue corporate influence and the literature is severely lacking in this area.   
Topics that remain completely unaddressed in the literature include the aging oil industry 
infrastructure posing imminent public health threat leaving vulnerable populations exposed to 
further trauma.  Oil pipelines transport petroleum products on a continuous basis at high pressure 
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to storage facilities, processing facilities or another type of transport such as oil tankers.  Pipelines 
are buried in the ground and can suffer from external corrosion due to contact with the soil or 
surrounding environment (Hugo, Cheng, Finley, Trudel, & Colquhoun, 2011).  To counteract the 
effects, the oil industry employs countermeasures such as cathodic protection (external voltage), 
corrosion resistant coatings, and chemical corrosion inhibitors (Hugo, 2011).   
Map of major natural gas and oil pipelines in the United States. Hazardous liquid lines in red, gas transmission lines in 
blue. Source: Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration. 
 
In figure 2 Groeger (2012) provides a visual map of oil and gas pipelines, noting their 
convergence in the Gulf Coast region.  In addition, federal agencies such as the Pipeline and 
Hazardous Materials Safety Administration (PHMSA) are tasked with ensuring compliance with 
the safe transport of petroleum products.  Small federal agencies are ill-equipped to deal with 2.5 
million miles of aging pipelines crisscrossing America.  “While a slew of federal and state agencies 
oversee some aspect of America’s pipelines, the bulk of government monitoring and enforcement 
falls to a small agency within the Department of Transportation called the Pipeline and Hazardous 
Materials Safety Administration.” (Groeger, 2012). 
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Environmental NGO’s have continued to sound the alarm regarding the slow deterioration 
of oil and gas pipelines that have the potential to cause significant property damage, loss of life, 
and infrastructure disruption.  “While states with the most pipeline mileage – like Texas, 
California, and Louisiana – also have the most incidents, breaks occur throughout the far-flung 
network of pipelines. Winding under city streets and countryside, these lines stay invisible most 
of the time. Until they fail.” (Groeger, 2012).   
Given this vulnerable position, no research was discovered that addressed this imminent 
threat from a public health standpoint.  Discussion and research has been confined to the 
compliance of the oil and gas industry and limiting expansion of pipelines such as Keystone XL.  
Additional research would be necessary to determine impact to vulnerable populations along the 
Gulf Coast that happens to contain a majority of oil pipelines. 
V. Recommendations 
To facilitate full recovery by tracking oil spill response in vulnerable populations in Gulf 
Coast states two potential policy alternatives are proposed for implementation. The first potential 
policy alternative would establish vulnerability factors that trigger heightened documentation for 
OSLTF funding along with the expected outcomes. The second potential policy alternative would 
enact protective measures where documented areas of vulnerability exist through existing 
Environmental Justice framework.  An example of a potential protective measure would include 
engaging community stakeholders to increase awareness of community effects to ensure are in 
place to ensure equitable outcomes.     
The current oil spill response regime consisting of state and federal agencies does not 
provide an ability to track significant oil spills across the Gulf Coast region.  As a financial 
clearinghouse for oil spill response and recovery utilized by federal and state agencies, the OSLTF 
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has a unique position to provide valuable information for state and federal public health agencies.  
Although current information retention practices within the OSLTF focus on financial tracking of 
expenditures, there may be the ability to ‘flag’ zip codes or counties as vulnerable populations 
along the Gulf Coast.  For instance, where funds are expended in designated Gulf Coast state zip 
codes pre-identified based on the Lantz criteria such as low income communities measured by 
poverty level, educational attainment levels, or whether occupation is dependent upon aquatic 
industries heightened would flag the account for further action or documentation.  The 
documentation would likely take place by the federal agency overseeing the response, either U.S. 
Coast Guard or EPA, at the oil spill site.  For spills of national significance, the responsible party 
may be the most appropriate entity for documentation. Short term outcomes could include triggers 
for increased community stakeholder involvement, improved communication strategies, and 
addressing historic shortfalls of previous oil spill responses such as distrust of federal responders. 
Long term outcomes facilitated by tracking and gathering this information could help 
facilitate a more complete picture of oil spill recovery for further research by the public health 
community.  Given the current state of policy and regulations focused on prevention and response 
strictly from an environmental stance, further research could provide an impetus for policy 
implementation recognizing oil spill incident recovery from a public health position.  Moreover, 
this information could provide funding justification to advocate for additional resources by state 
health departments and the Department of Health and Human Services to assist in oil spill recovery 
in vulnerable communities. 
This small measure could also allow progress towards recognition of a growing 
environmental public health concern in the Gulf Coast region.  While local and state information 
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is currently collected each time the OSLTF is accessed, this information is often left behind with 
the detritus of oil spill data.   
  The second policy alternative provides for enacting protective measures where 
documented areas of vulnerability exist.  These areas could be identified through existing 
Environmental Justice framework for engaging community stakeholders to increase awareness of 
community effects to ensure are in place to ensure equitable outcomes.   
Issued by Executive Order 12898, federal agencies are tasked with addressing 
disproportionally high and adverse human or health environmental effects through programs, 
policies, and initiatives to ensure environmental justice in minority populations and low income 
populations (Executive Order, 1994).  To accomplish this goal, an Interagency Working Group on 
Environmental Justice (EJ IWG) was created naming seventeen executive agencies and offices as 
members.  When implemented, the stated purpose was to provide a forum for federal agencies to 
collectively advance an environmental justice agenda led by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(Executive Order, 1994).  Each member is tasked to identify and address issues presented from 
their respective department.  While the EJ IWG has been in existence for 22 years, it is difficult to 
point to any program or policy attributed to their stated purpose.  Without any further cajoling 
from the federal government in the form of updated Executive Orders or statement of importance, 
the drive for equal justice initiatives rests with the EJIWG participating agencies.  The EJIWG 
departments rely on their departments and agencies to self-identify issues, many doing so without 
research or data driven measurements of effectiveness. 
The exception to this summary of EJ IWG efforts has been the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
which has implemented and maintained a strong and comprehensive policy on environmental 
justice.  Their efforts towards community outreach through the Civil Rights Division and Office 
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of Tribal Justice combined with case screening for environmental justice issues by the 
Environment and Natural Resources Division (ENRD) create a robust community engagement 
system during litigation of oil spill cases.  Moreover, an environmental justice flag triggers 
enhanced community response through town hall meetings, identification of community 
stakeholders to align litigation goals with community outcomes.  The efforts expended by the DOJ 
are limited to litigation matters, often years after the oil spill incident at the heart of litigation.   
Because the OSLTF is involved with the response effort almost immediately after the spill 
if it was the touchstone for enhanced federal and state agency involvement, preventive measures 
could be more effective and better meet the needs of vulnerable populations along the Gulf Coast.  
The practice of environmental public health is a fledgling field and utilizing public health policy 
tools such as a framework for policy analysis outlined by Collins (2005) would provide a simple 
tool used by practitioners and state and federal agencies to draft inclusive oil spill response 
policies. 
VI. Conclusions 
 
Tracking oil spill response data through the OSLTF could provide a valuable data point 
when combined with environmental and public health information and research.  At this point, 
environmental research and public health research still have separate and distinct characteristics 
and goals.  The 2010 BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill has led to the increased realization that human 
recovery requires planning and consideration.  Current oil spill response and recovery legislation 
and policy makes the assumption that when the oil is removed the environment, including the 
communities affected, will recover too.  In vulnerable populations, this is not true. 
The OSLTF may be the most suitable entity to implement policy by providing a starting 
point to study data collection.  Data on the scope of oil spill impact to vulnerable populations 
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would provide a roadmap to improved public health outcomes.  Moreover, there are questions 
regarding how to disseminate the information to researchers, communities, state agencies, and 
federal responders.  Further data could change the conversation about oil spill recovery and support 
opportunities for policy change. 
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